
THE AGE OF INFLUENCE

By joining forces, both growing start-ups and celebrity (personal) brands can rapidly develop greater 
dimension, reach and long-term profitability. What they need is an activating resource like VNTR to help them 
find the right relationships, offer a next-gen approach to harnessing social media’s ever-growing power, and 
develop timely business strategies that can both seed and seize upon moments of brand-critical opportunity. 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP IS UP—BUT REMAINS RISKY
New businesses are proliferating in a wave of post-recession optimism. The 2015 Kauffman Index, an annual study of entrepreneurial 
trends, reported the largest year-over-year increase in new business activity in two decades.1 But start-ups remain a risk-laden 
investment. Unable to deliver on both product excellence and business fundamentals, or to capitalize quickly on growth opportunities 
when they appear, over 90% will fail.2 

CELEBRITY REACH HAS NEVER BEEN GREATER—
BUT STARS BURN BRIEFLY
Brand experts know that today’s celebrities (and influencers of 
all kinds) have broader reach to more self-selected “followers” 
than ever. But the window of opportunity for most influencers 
to deploy these followers for investment gain is narrow. Star 
athletes, most commonly associated with endorsements, have 
careers averaging only 3.5 years (NFL) to roughly 5.5 years 
(MLB, NHL).3 As urgently as any start-up, these personality 
brands need to make the most of immediate opportunities to 
secure long-term financial health.4

TECHNOLOGY IS A COMMON THREAD AND 
UNTAPPED COMMON STRENGTH
Technology makes it far easier to launch a new company 
today, or, for that matter, to engage a few million people. 
Harvard Business School’s Anita Elberse put it this way in 
her recent book, Blockbusters: “Because advances in digital 
technology substantially lower the cost of doing business, 
there are good reasons to suspect that far-reaching changes 
are on the horizon.”5 Brands that secure the right guidance 
can better leverage technology to shape these changes. 

Redefining influencer participation in the brand story 
represents such an opportunity. The same technology that 
underpins ever-faster start-up launches (through simple 
websites and user-friendly distribution tools) also hosts the 
online influence phenomenon of our lifetimes: social media. In its context, 
the intersection of celebrity and start-up—both facing limited years  
to establish long-term financial stability—stands ready to be redefined. 
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RIHANNA
SINGER
Facebook Fans: 71,579,124 (#1)
Twitter Followers: 29,892,503 (#5)

ELLEN DEGENERES
COMEDIAN

Facebook Fans: 10,211,161
Twitter Followers:  9,747,660

DAVID GUETTA
DJ
Facebook Fans: 43,309,805
Twitter Followers: 9,812,078

LEBRON JAMES
ATHLETE

Facebook Fans: 14,280,334
Twitter Followers: 8,502,786

BILL GATES
BUSINESS LEADER
Facebook Fans: 4,024,776
Twitter Followers: 11,588,630

ASHLEY TISDALE
ACTRESS / SINGER

Facebook Fans: 15,276,626
Twitter Followers: 9,845,579

RICKY MARTIN
CROSSOVER ARTIST
Facebook Fans: 4,204,618
Twitter Followers: 8,861,277

DWAYNE JOHNSON
ACTOR / ATHLETE

Facebook Fans: 9,299,499
Twitter Followers: 4,906,198

The 50 most influential personalities online4 represent a full 
spectrum of entertainment, sports and business interests. Most, 
however, will only remain influential for a short period. 
SOURCE: Zimbio, 2015 



TRADITIONAL CELEBRITY ENDORSEMENT IS NOT THE ANSWER
Regardless of their short household-name shelf lives, celebrities’ social media reach 
would make them appear the perfect marketing fit for any start-up. After all, what 
many new, promising companies need is simple awareness-building as they break into 
new markets at singular moments in time.

But today’s savvy buyer knows that most celebrity endorsement contracts are just 
that—contracts. According to 2015 research from SheKnows Media, American women 
(estimated to control 85% of all buying decisions, or $14 trillion in annual spend) are 
increasingly skeptical that celebrity influencers stand behind anything they’ve been 
paid to promote.6 

This point of consumer distrust poses a challenge to both start-ups and would-be 
endorsers. To deliver for a brand or build their own futures, influencers must now 
bring new, different value to the relationship.

WHO DRIVES PURCHASE? TRUSTED PEERS
What can seal the deal must feel frustratingly inaccessible 
to many brands. Buyers may come to them, or other 
experts, to research product details. But Nielsen’s most 
recent Global Trust in Advertising Report confirmed 
something we already knew: consumers trust family and 
friends (#1) and online peer reviews (#2) more when it 
comes to the moment of making their purchase decision.7 
Why? Because the sources are authentic. They have no 
reason to bend any truth.

TO INSPIRE BUY-IN, EMBRACE AUTHENTICITY
Within this environment, the influencer who invests  
personally in a new venture—stepping over outdated pay-
to-say endorsement models to join a business at its heart—
becomes an authentic voice, a source for both product 
information and the trusted advice that triggers purchase.

Buyers already feel closer to celebrities than fans of a generation ago. Influencers post intimate details, inviting followers to think 
of them as friends and affirming mutual desires for social media activity: to enhance status through association, feel uniquely part 
of here and now, and be part of a story greater than themselves. By forging more substantive business relationship with start-ups, 
influencers can create the kind of genuine brand story that today’s followers want to join.

TO CAPITALIZE ON OPPORTUNITY, TRUST EXPERIENCE
As teeming with potential as this new model may be, it requires far greater depth of expertise and guidance to succeed than 
a traditional endorsement deal. How influencers and companies are paired (authentically reinforcing each other’s brands and 
aspirations), how each stakeholder activates within the relationship and when (partnership dynamics and design), and—crucially—
how the brand story is crafted and shared publicly must be carefully planned and coordinated. 

But with the entrepreneurial mentorship, financial direction, and business and marketing support provided by VNTR, the Age of 
Influence represents a rich, unexplored landscape for accelerated start-up and influencer success. Both can be supported to act wisely 
and decisively at the most consequential moments of their brand life cycles—and achieve sustainable wealth creation. 
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7 Global Trust in Advertising: Winning Strategies for an Evolving Media Landscape.” The Nielsen Company, September 2015. Web. December 2015.
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Brand voices, including those of paid celebrity 
endorsers, are less frequently trusted for product 
recommendations. 
SOURCE: SheKnows Media, 2015 
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Globally, consumers overwhelmingly trust recommendations from “people [they] 
know” when making final purchase decisions. 
SOURCE: The Nielsen Company, 2015 & 2013 

ABOUT
VNTR is a brand accelerator that initiates and guides partnerships between selected start-ups and respected influencers, activating their alliances to build the brands of tomorrow. The company 
is led by a collective of self-made entrepreneurs eager to serve as an advisory and/or deeply engaged business partner to both start-ups and influencers, developing their brands to sustainable 
profitability through attention to their Commercial, Human and Financial Brands. 

Explore partnership with VNTR at www.vntr.com.

http://www.vntr.com

